CALL  NO  MAN HAPPY

authorship that women, disappointed in true love, take in throwing
themselves into lives of dissoluteness. Only one man during this
period understood what was happening to me: that was Alain.
Although he had left Rouen he still remained for me, as for so
many others, the Master. When I had the opportunity to spend
a few days in Paris, which happened rarely enough, I went to sec
him. He had become professor at the Lyce"e Condorcet and lived
not far from there in the Rue de Provence in a little room furnished
with a bed, a divan, a piano and that library of thirty volumes which
he considered necessary and sufficient. Seated beside him on the
tattered couch, I felt transported out of this world and free to express
myself without reserve. He listened to my angry descriptions of the
life in Elbeuf and what I called, \vith adolescent hyperbole, *my
spiritual decadence'.

*Frivolity,' he said, *is a violent state/

When he was talking about women, Alain would alternate be-
tween cynicism and adoration. In this, of course, he resembled his
favourite, Stendhal. I have never heard anyone talk better about
romantic novels such as Le Lys dans la Vallde or the Chartreuse de
Parme. But he used to say too: 'Woman's greatest fascination lies
in being late or being absent.' Or again: * Suppressed desire is a
poison. If you want to see naked women, go to a brothel/ I believe
he thought me dangerously inclined to romantic excesses, for he
commended cynicism to me. When I read Sainte-Beuve's Volttptd,
I recognized myself in the hero who is passionately in love with an
unattainable woman and, on leaving her company, goes to explore
the disreputable quarters of Paris. In the evenings in Elbeuf I would
silently admire the respectable young matrons and write them verses
which I would not show them; Saturday evening I would go to
Rouen and, with the help of an usher, make a rendezvous with one
of the little dancers at the Folies Bergere. These girls of easy virtue
would give me a good supper, lodging and the rest. Then, since I
was always a pedant, I would talk to these poor creatures about what,
I had been reading and about my scruples, and I would bore them
to tears.
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